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Abstract
The concept of the smart city has become increasingly popular in recent years and a large number of cities globally follow
smart city strategies. By awarding subsidies in the Horizon 2020 programme, the European Union (EU) has taken on an
influential role in how smart city projects are conceived and implemented in European municipalities. Using the exam-
ple of the smart city pilot project mySMARTLife in Hamburg, the purpose of this article is to examine the area of tension
between strategically pursuing own objectives and adjustment to external provisions of the EU funding framework. In a
qualitative single case study, the article analyses what implications the project mySMARTLife has on urban development
practice and local governance arrangements in Hamburg. Examining current literature on smart cities from the perspective
of multi-level governance and presenting the current state of research dealing with EU smart city projects, a theoretical
framework is developed. The analysis reveals that, due to the EU funding framework, precise project contents are con-
tractually defined at an early stage when local stakeholders have limited involvement in this process. Furthermore, the
analysis shows that the EU smart city funding in the project mySMARTLife is more limited to the implementation of indi-
vidual interventions than to a comprehensive smart city strategy. As a result, this article considers EU-funded smart city
initiatives as experimental fields that enable cities to gain experiences that can be incorporated into local strategic devel-
opment objectives.
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1. Introduction

In the last decade, the concept of the smart city has be-
come extremely popular. More and more cities around
the world have adopted smart city strategies or claim
themselves to be smart. With the intention of simplify-
ing local processes, enhancing sustainable development,
or improving the quality of life for citizens, cities are
implementing smart technologies and digital infrastruc-
tures (Alawadhi et al., 2012; Angelidou, 2014; Townsend,

2013). The concept of the smart city has long since
ceased to be viewed only from a technological perspec-
tive. Holistic approaches on the topic complywith amore
interdisciplinary dialogue and an increasing number of
scientists from the field of urban research are exam-
ining the non-technical dimension of smart cities (e.g.,
Beretta, 2018; Desdemoustier, Grutzen, Cools, & Teller,
2019; Engelbert, van Zoonen, & Hirzalla, 2019). However,
the idea of the smart city is still a fuzzy concept and can-
not be defined in a consistent and commonway as it is re-
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lated to different visions, objectives and individual strate-
gies, and is highly dependent on the respective context
(Dameri, Benevola, Veglianti, & Li, 2019; Hollands, 2008;
Vanolo, 2013).

In Europe, the vision of the smart city has been de-
cisively influenced by the awarding of European Union
(EU) subsidies for smart city initiatives. Seeking to re-
duce urban CO2 emissions and to improve the qual-
ity of life as well as the economic performance of
European cities, the EU has been tendering calls for
funding smart city projects within the framework of the
Horizon 2020 programme for research and innovation
(EuropeanCommission, 2016). Cities thatwere chosen to
receive EU funding for a smart city project are designated
with the prestigious title of a ‘smart Lighthouse city.’

With the offer of the coveted subsidies, the EU is set-
ting standards anddefinitions for smart cities. On theone
hand, cities that have been awarded grants as Lighthouse
cities in EU smart city projects get the chance to act
strategically to benefit from the grant funds and to pur-
sue its own interests and goals of development (Haarstad
& Wathne, 2018). On the other hand, grant recipient
Lighthouse cities have to fulfil precise standards and tar-
gets regarding smart city development, adapt to the reg-
ulatory requirements of the EU and fulfil the agreed
project framework. Thus, they bear the risk of follow-
ing top-down development approaches with a lack of
democratic legitimation and loss of municipal autonomy
(Späth & Knieling, 2018).

The City of Hamburg has adopted the aim to be-
come a smart city and received the designation of smart
Lighthouse city within the framework of the project
mySMARTLife. In 2016, a local consortiumbegan to trans-
form the district of Hamburg-Bergedorf to a smart city
following an applied and implementation-oriented ap-
proach. Using the example of the smart Lighthouse city
of Hamburg, the purpose of this article is to examine the
area of tension between the strategic pursuit of the city’s
own objectives on the one side and adjustments to and
implementation of external provisions on the other side.
The research objective is to discover how the city oper-
ates within this framework and which implications the
projectmySMARTLife has on urban planning practice and
local governance arrangements in Hamburg.

Until now, little research has delved into practical
smart city experiences and their implications on the lo-
cal level (Mora, Bolici, & Deakin, 2017), and the scien-
tific community is encouraged to analyse “actually ex-
isting smart cities” (Shelton, Zook, & Wiig, 2015) re-
garding their implications and expectations on the lo-
cal level. In order to meet the research objective, the
article examines the current literature on smart cities
from the perspective of multi-level governance and the
concept’s implementation at the local level is presented.
Further, the EU-funding framework in the Smart Cities
and Communities Programme is outlined and the cur-
rent state of research in this area is compiled. Based on
the theoretical foundations, this article develops an an-

alytical framework and applies it to the case of the City
of Hamburg and the project mySMARTLife. Knowledge
and empirical findings for this purpose were collected
in different ways: On the one hand, being part of the
mySMARTLife consortium responsible for scientific ac-
companying research, the authors followed the project
with an observing role during the first three years and
participated in relevant work and project meetings. In
this way, knowledge from the project’s inside perspec-
tive could be gathered. On the other hand, in-depth inter-
views with five relevant project partners and the project
management were conducted and evaluated. Moreover,
relevant documents, such as the grant agreement and in-
terim reports as well as the mySMARTLife website and
brochures have been analysed to get a deeper under-
standing of the project and its logic.

2. Smart Cities from a Multi-Level Governance
Perspective

In order to understand the formulation of smart city poli-
cies and the implications of their implementation at the
local level, the concept of the smart city must be exam-
ined from a broad perspective. The complex policies that
lie behind a smart city encompass conditions that go be-
yond the local level. At the same time, smart city policies
require cooperation among new constellations of actors
and institutions on the local level (Dameri et al., 2019).
In this regard, themulti-level governance perspective de-
scribes interdependencies and dispersed authority be-
tween different vertical levels of administration as well
as horizontal relationships across different ranges of ac-
tion (Bache & Flinders, 2005).

Cities play a crucial role in the implementation of
multinational agendas, such as climate action, sustain-
able development and the efficient use of resources
(Bulkeley & Betsill, 2005; Ehnert et al., 2018; Rohracher
& Späth, 2014). Such objectives are increasingly be-
ing pursued with the smart city approach. Accordingly,
supranational organisations, such as the EU, have recog-
nised the local scale as an important level of action and
have compiled a common definition and strategic objec-
tives regarding smart city development (Dameri et al.,
2019; European Commission, 2017). Although the EU
has no direct competence to act on urban policies, it
tries to influence urban development indirectly through
soft instruments, such as awarding subsidies for urban
projects and supporting networks and knowledge trans-
fer (Haarstad, 2016). This is also the case in the smart city
field, where funding programmes are tendered, and net-
working and exchange platforms are promoted. In this
way, policy intentions formulated on the higher level can
induce and stimulate horizontal dynamics at lower levels,
which can be seen as a form of multi-level reinforcement
(Jänicke, 2015).

Private sector interests that go beyond the local level
can also influence smart city policies in municipalities.
Smart city projects are often the result of strategic co-
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operation between multinational companies and local
authorities. While companies see cities as sales markets
for their products (Viitanen & Kingston, 2014), the aim
of local actors is to implement technologies tailored to
local needs and, thus, benefit from them (Caragliu &
del Bo, 2019).

As outlined, certain framework conditions of smart
city policies are formulated on higher, exurban lev-
els, influencing municipal decisions. However, the lo-
cal level plays a decisive role in the final implemen-
tation of a smart city concept on-site (Dameri et al.,
2019). Municipalities can benefit from the blurriness of
the smart city definition and interpret the concept au-
tonomously according to their own requirements and as-
pirations (Haarstad &Wathne, 2018). The horizontal gov-
ernance level of smart cities is characterised by the in-
volvement of relevant stakeholders and institutions as
well as new forms of collaboration between the involved
entities. Also, the management of local human capital
and knowledge production, as well as the participation
of citizens, play a decisive role in styles of smart city gov-
ernance (Caragliu, del Bo, & Nijkamp, 2011; Meijer &
Rodríguez Bolívar, 2015; Nam & Pardo, 2011). The inter-
action of these components at the local level can be re-
garded as particularly decisive for the character and suc-
cess of a smart city initiative.

Municipalities with smart city objectives, therefore,
make use of a global concept and are to some extent
dependent on the definition and expectations of exter-
nal competition for funding or investors regarding their
strategy development, while, at the same time, cities
tailor their individual smart city approach to their lo-
cal context to tackle local challenges and specific needs
(Angelidou, 2014). Since cities are extremely heteroge-
neous, smart city models and smart technologies can
hardly be applied universally and equally to individual
urban spaces. Thus, local smart city activities are always
interconnected with existing social and spatial features
(Karvonen, Cugurullo, & Caprotti, 2018; Shelton et al.,
2015). As a result, Dameri et al. (2019) consider the smart
city as a glocal phenomenon, as it is affected both by
global and local environments.

3. Smart City Funding by the European Union

Since 2014, the EU has funded a total of 15 projects in-
volving 42 Lighthouse cities that are facing diverse chal-
lenges, such as ensuring secure, affordable and clean en-
ergy, supporting smart electro-mobility and implement-
ing ICT supported solutions (EU Smart Cities, 2019). This
section gives an overview of the background and ob-
jectives of the EU funding of smart city projects across
Europe in the framework programme for research and
innovation Horizon 2020.

With the Horizon 2020 framework programme for
research and innovation, which implements research-
driven innovation within the framework of the Europe
2020 Strategy, the EU awards funding for smart city pilot

projects. Aiming to enhance the EU’s competitiveness on
a global level, the Horizon 2020 programme focuses on
promoting competitive research that supports growth,
innovation—in particular so-called key technologies—
and the generation of new business models (Horizon
2020, 2019). In this regard, the EU assigns an impor-
tant role to cities regarding the transformation of en-
ergy systems and in meeting socio-economic challenges
in Europe (European Commission, 2017). As a funding
body, the EU has a specific vision of smart cities for its
promotional purposes. Putting the focus on energy poli-
cies for smart cites, funded projects should aim to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions through the increased
use of renewable energy, improved energy efficiency in
the building sector and the implementation of innovative
transport systems (Vanolo, 2016). Moreover, the devel-
opment of cities towards smart cities is primarily seen in
connection with the use of innovative technologies and
the development and innovation potentials (European
Commission, 2017).

Funding calls in the area of Smart Cities and
Communities have been advertised, asking for project
applications from consortia consisting of different
European cities and respective public and private part-
ners. The tenders are designed to facilitate the coop-
eration of cities, industry and citizens to demonstrate
solutions on a district scale, which are cost-effective as
well as replicable at the intersection of energy, mobility
and ICT (European Commission, 2016). Cities chosen to
receive EU funding for a smart city pilot project are given
the prestigious label of a ‘smart Lighthouse city.’

Cities and project consortia that aim to design a suc-
cessful project proposal must adopt this vision, corre-
sponding objectives and regulatory requirements. Two
parties of interest are thus present in this dynamic. On
the one hand, the funding body—in this case the EU—
awards funding to city consortia that are obliged to im-
plement a smart city initiative according to criteria stip-
ulated within the grant agreement. On the other hand,
cities have the interest to push forward their own devel-
opment objectives and to implement these through ex-
ternal financing. In order to successfully apply for fund-
ing, certain local development objectives have to be
adapted to the specifications, goals and smart city vision
of the Horizon 2020 programme.

4. EU Smart Cities: State of Research

As there has not been a national funding programme in
Germany for smart city initiatives until recently, the EU
Horizon 2020 funding for smart city pilot projects has
taken up a driving role in setting priorities for the con-
ception of smart city initiatives. In this context one can
argue that the vision of becoming a smart city has been
institutionalised in Europe through the competition for
EU funding (Dameri et al., 2019; Engelbert et al., 2019;
Späth & Knieling, 2018). Even if smart city projects are
carried out autonomously on the local level, they can be
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seen as “a subset of a larger, supranational objective de-
fined by the EU authorities” (Dameri et al., 2019, p. 36).
Consequently, it is expected that funding from the EU
Horizon 2020 programme has a considerable influence
on the development of smart city concepts in European
cities and a number of research projects dealing with the
allocation of EU smart city funding and its implication
have recently been conducted.

With regard to the vision of smart cities transmitted
through the Horizon 2020 programme, Beretta (2018)
criticises the EU’s belief in technology. Beretta maintains
that the EU sees modern technologies, implemented
within the smart city concept, as a solution for most ur-
ban challenges without considering critical aspects, such
as a lack of social inclusiveness and possible threats to
democratic structures.

Späth and Knieling (2018) see the risk that smart
city projects that are implemented on the basis of the
grant agreement with the EU might follow a top-down
approach and possibly have a lack of democratic legiti-
macy on the ground. Engelbert et al. (2019) take a simi-
lar view: They criticise the fact that the perspective of cit-
izens in EU-funded smart city projects is not sufficiently
taken into account. Moreover, they claim that there are
hardly any participation activities with an open outcome.
The idea of the EU smart city is critically described as
toomanagement-orientated and entrepreneurial, rather
than tailored to the needs of citizens. Bauriedl (2018) fo-
cuses on urban living labs as a common approach of test-
ing the implementation of technological solutions within
smart city pilot projects and criticises this format in sev-
eral ways: It is claimed that the tendency of standard-
isation of urban development processes in such living
labs does not comply with the complex social reality in
cities. Moreover, solution and management-oriented ap-
proaches of setting smart city initiatives into practice
tend to lead to selective research and a lack of alterna-
tive approaches and views (Bauriedl, 2018).

Haarstad and Wathne (2018) try to broaden this per-
spective and the views on preliminary critical studies.
They claim that cities can, on the one hand, function as
passive recipients of smart city projects but also, on the
other hand, have the chance to play an active role in
strategically taking advantage of EU grants for pursuing
own interests. Instead of focusing on possible top-down
mechanisms that might arise to some extent from the
funding relationship with the EU, they propose to con-
sider smart city projects as “assemblages of local and
trans-local resources” (Haarstad&Wathne, 2018, p. 113).
Further, the authors emphasise that cities benefit from
the possibility to interpret the far-reaching smart city
concept for themselves. In this way, cities can strategi-
cally allocate financial resources for the implementation
of their own objectives embedded in the wide range of
smart city measures.

Overall, the current research underlines that the
smart city concept includes tensions that arise from the
mainly innovation and technology-driven impetus on the

one hand, and critical reflections on the impact of such
an approach on the local democracy on the other hand.
In addition to questions of how to organise innovation
and motivate transformation pioneers in an intelligent
way, broader discussions are opened about technologi-
cal selectivity, social exclusiveness, legitimised decision-
making processes and public participation of smart city
strategies and related project-based concepts.

5. The Project mySMARTLife in Hamburg

In 2016, the City of Hamburg was awarded the sta-
tus of an EU Lighthouse city in the framework of the
project mySMARTLife. Together with Hamburg, the cities
of Helsinki and Nantes also take part in themySMARTLife
project as Lighthouse cities, and the cities of Palencia
(Spain), Rijeka (Croatia) and Bydgoszcz (Poland) have the
role of ‘follower cities.’ The Lighthouse cities deploy a va-
riety of different ‘smart solutions’ in the form of specific
interventions that aim to reduce CO2 emissions, promote
the use of sustainable energy resources andmobility and
raise the quality of life for citizens.

In Hamburg, the demonstration area of
mySMARTLife is located in Bergedorf, a district with
about 130,000 inhabitants. The project consortium in
Hamburg has twelve partners in total, comprised of au-
thorities, research institutions and private partners.

The specific smart interventions that are carried out
in Hamburg-Bergedorf encompass four different the-
matic fields. In the field ofmobility, the project promotes
e-mobility (the purchase of electronic busses, cars and
bikes). Moreover, the charging infrastructure will be ex-
panded and new offers for car-sharing established. In
the energy sector, mySMARTLife aims to foster energy-
saving renovations of old buildings, the construction of
innovative buildings with renewable energy and heating
supply, as well as the implementation of smart home sys-
tems, smart metering and intelligent streetlights. In the
ICT sector, the project focuses on the extension of the
existing Hamburg-wide urban data platform and the con-
nection with further data systems. These fields relate pri-
marily to the implementation of innovative technical so-
lutions at the district level. In the field of communication,
mySMARTLife anticipates the implementation of engage-
ment strategies for citizens and stakeholders as well as
public relations work to foster the project’s visibility and
social acceptance.

6. Discussion

6.1. The EU Smart City Lighthouse: mySMARTLife
between Top-Down Strategies and Local Legitimation

After outlining the relevant background knowledge, the
following discussion explicitly addresses the research ob-
jective to reveal the area of tension that has arisen in the
City of Hamburg with the application and permission of
grants for the smart city initiative mySMARTLife. The dis-
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cussion illustrates how Hamburg, on the one hand, uses
project funding to advance its owndevelopment towards
digitisation and CO2 reduction and, on the other hand,
operates in a competitive environment and adapts to
the grant requirements of the EU. For this purpose, the
complex governance structure the project is based on
is examined using four categories: institutional embed-
ding, smart city approach, actors and network and role
of citizens.

6.2. Institutional Embedding

Regarding the administrative sector, Hamburg has a spe-
cial role as both a city and a federal state. This im-
plies that central public bodies have the responsibili-
ties of a federal state, while the district’s public bodies
are in some way comparable to the municipal level. In
Hamburg, the Office for IT and Digitisation within the
Senate Chancellery is responsible for the citywide digi-
tal transformation. Thus, Hamburg’s initiative to apply
for grants within the Horizon 2020 smart city call also
originated from the Senate Chancellery’s office for in-
ternational cooperation due to the mayor’s priority on
the topic of the smart city. After two earlier applications,
Hamburg succeeded in the third attempt with its applica-
tion for the Smart City Lighthouse project mySMARTLife
in 2016. In order to increase the success of the applica-
tion, external consultancies were engaged for the prepa-
ration of the project proposal. Thus, according to the
District Office Bergedorf, responsible officials from the
Senate Chancellery formulated the project contents with
the support of external consultants and scientific institu-
tions, while the district administration in Bergedorf was
hardly involved at this stage of the process (District Office
Bergedorf, Interview, 2018).

From a multi-level governance perspective, this is a
very relevant point: Although the district government
and administration are responsible for urban develop-
ment issues, the project was primarily formulated at a
higher administrative level. However, the subsequent re-
sponsibility for the implementation of the project lies
with the district administration of Bergedorf, where a
new administrative department was established to coor-
dinate the project-related smart city activities. Due to the
fact that mySMARTLife had been initiated from the ad-
ministrative level above, initial tensions had risen on the
part of the Bergedorf district authoritieswho felt ignored
in the process of application and strategy development.

6.3. Smart City Approach

MySMARTLife is a demonstration project designed to
test the implementation of new technologies in a mode
of on-site experimentation (Bauriedl, 2018; Späth &
Knieling, 2018). Such approaches are becoming increas-
ingly common in smart city projects and can be as-
signed to the concept of urban experimentation (Evans,
Karvonen, & Raven, 2016). An essential feature of ur-

ban experiments is “a plan giving comprehensive in-
struction about what has to be built, how, where and
when” (Cugurullo, 2018, p. 77). In the case of myS-
MARTLife, the grant agreement between the EU and
the City of Hamburg and the project partners as con-
tractors, constitutes the basis for the implementation
of mySMARTLife project in the District of Bergedorf.
It precisely describes objectives, interventions and re-
sponsibilities for putting the project actions into prac-
tice. Consequently, from a spatial point of view, ma-
jor parts of the project are limited only to the demon-
stration area in the District of Bergedorf. From a tem-
poral point of view, mySMARTLife objectives are lim-
ited to the project duration. However, according to the
District Office Bergedorf, there is no clear overall strat-
egy for the consolidation and continuation of achieved
developments in the long run (District Office Bergedorf,
Interview, 2018). Instead of a fundamental deep transfor-
mation towards the smart city, in which binding policies
and institutional changes are implemented in the district
(Meijer & Rodríguez Bolívar, 2015), the mySMARTLife
project is restricted to enabling the testing of individual
technological solutions. Cugurullo (2018) criticises such
urban experiments, as the individual fragmented mea-
sures are usually not connected across an overall concept
and are therefore unable to achieve sustainable develop-
ment on a larger scale.

However, the City of Hamburg aims to benefit in var-
ious ways from the sectoral and very precise practical
experience gained in Bergedorf. The Senate Chancellery
of Hamburg states that mySMARTLife experiences are
to be transferred to other districts. Also, according to a
respondent at the Senate Chancellery Hamburg, experi-
ences will be incorporated into the political framework
conditions for the entire city’s digitisation and climate
protection policy (Senate Chancellery, Interview, 2019).
Overall, Hamburg’s intention is to use external funding
to implement a smart city project in accordance with
EU guidelines and to incorporate the experience gained
into its own strategies. This perspective is also supported
by Frantzeskaki, van Steenbergen, and Stedmann (2018).
The authors doubt that projects of urban experimenta-
tion could lead to transition but rather constitute a pro-
cess of raising awareness how transformative change can
be reached.

During the first years of the project, the strong de-
pendency on the grant agreement has led to several
challenges for the implementation of project interven-
tions for the district authority. As the project was al-
ready conceived in the application phase a few years pre-
viously, some framework conditions have changed sig-
nificantly, which make the implementation of some ac-
tions more difficult. These included economic conditions
such as the low gas prices and legal changes such as
a lower feed-in tariff for renewable energy from photo-
voltaic systems. Instead of being able to react flexibly to
the current framework conditions, says a mySMARTLife
partner, the project management in Hamburg had to ap-
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ply for complicated contract changes with the EU in sev-
eral lengthy amendment procedures (mySMARTLife part-
ner, Interview, 2019). This illustrates the control bias of
top down grants awarded by the EU. To guarantee cor-
rect spending of publicmoney, the EU administration has
set up a strict financial control system dedicated to de-
tailed implementation indicators in the grant agreement.
However, this lacks flexibility for adapting to local pro-
cesses and changing framework conditions, which can-
not be foreseen in detail several years ahead.

6.4. Actors and Networks

The compilation of local partners for the project consor-
tium took place in accordance with the needs of the
project covering the fields of energy, mobility, ICT and
public participation. The local partners were chosen ac-
cording to prior existing local connections and networks
from earlier collaborations. In the selection process, it
was also ensured that the content of all prescribed sec-
tors was covered by the partners. The project partners
represent authorities, research institutions and private
companies (District Office Bergedorf, Interview, 2018).
Bauriedl (2018) characterises such a project consortium
of partners as a discourse coalition. This refers to a group
of actors who are linked by a constructed storyline and
give equal importance to complex social circumstances
over a certain period of time. The associated actors at-
tempt to assert their shared view of social reality on oth-
ers and use it as a basis on which decisions are made
(Hajer, 1993). This can happen “through debate and per-
suasion, but also through manipulation and exercise of
power” (Hajer, 1993, p. 45).

Within the consortium, the responsibilities and tasks
of the individual partners are contractually regulated
with the EU. Since it is very complicated to include fur-
ther partners in the project afterwards, the consortium
with the key actors of mySMARTLife forms an exclusive
network. During the implementation of the project, this
has proved to be a difficulty in Hamburg, as in the course
of the project further important partners have been iden-
tified who would have made an important contribution
to the success of some interventions. According to amyS-
MARTLife partner, there were also difficulties, as many
services had to be tendered publicly according to the
public procurement regulations, and contracts could not
be awarded to the project partners without further ef-
forts (mySMARTLife partner, Interview, 2019). Here it be-
comes clear again which challenges the rigid and barely
flexible project structure entails in the implementation
of the project into practice. For the private enterprises,
this limits the attractiveness to collaborate in such con-
sortia and to bring in their knowledge. In the worst case
they invest a lot in the phase of project development but
lose the tender to a competitor who did not have to in-
vest any development costs at all.

In order to share experiences gained in the project
with further stakeholders in Bergedorf as well as with

other district administrations and specialist authorities
in Hamburg, existing coordination formats have been
used and additional informal networks and exchange
meetings have been established. The newly created net-
works aim to promote exchange between stakeholders
and to provide a forum for the discussion of issues,
such as innovation, digitisation and energy transforma-
tion. According to the District Office Bergedorf, the new
networks can be seen as a valuable asset from which
Hamburg can benefit in the long term (District Office
Bergedorf, Interview, 2018).

Due do the networks between authorities, the
first impulses of mySMARTLife have been discussed in
broader contexts in Hamburg. This can be seen in the
example of the energy assessment of new zoning plans
for settlement development. From the project’s expe-
riences, the idea was discussed to consider possibili-
ties of a sustainable energy supply in the planning pro-
cess. This correlated with the Hamburg Ministry for the
Environment’s engagement to adopt a new regulation
for zoning, which includes energy assessment of new
zoning plans and is binding for planning processes in
Hamburg (District Office Bergedorf, Interview, 2018).

6.5. Role of Citizens

The project mySMARTLife in Hamburg considers itself as
a project in which citizens play a central role. In this con-
text, the mySMARTLife website contains statements and
project descriptions such as:

Activities are focusing on “inclusive cities,” offering a
high quality of life to residents. “Smart People” are
playing a vital role in their city’s development.…An
integrated planning process, where citizens are ac-
tively involved in the decision making, links the ac-
tions in different fields (e.g., mobility, sustainable en-
ergy, ICT). (mySMARTLife, n.d.)

However, interviews with project partners as well as ob-
servations of the authors indicate that this external pre-
sentation of the project has not completely been fulfilled
in the project practice. Regarding the role of the citizens
of Hamburg-Bergedorf in the project mySMARTLife, the
grant agreement plays an important role again. A project
partner criticises that since the project contents and
the procedure had been already precisely defined dur-
ing the application, there was no longer any possibility
to carry out participation procedures and to incorporate
the concerns of the citizens afterwards into the smart
city development of the District of Hamburg-Bergedorf
(mySMARTLife partner 2, Interview, 2019). Overall, the
impression is conveyed that this way of proceeding in the
project has the character of a rather technocratic top-
down approach that does not consider the perspective
of citizens in an appropriate way.

While the project partners concentrate on the im-
plementation of the interventions, possible negative so-

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 1, Pages 107–115 112



cial effects on citizens in Hamburg-Bergedorf are hardly
dealt with. In this regard, a project partner states that,
for example, increasing rents through energetic or in-
frastructural upgrading would have been an important
topic to consider—especially as the project names the
promotion of inclusive cities as a goal. Instead of offer-
ing open-ended participation procedures, the informa-
tion campaigns of the project have been more focused
on seeking to create awareness and acceptance for the
project goals and measures that had already been de-
fined (mySMARTLife partner 2, Interview, 2019).

Looking at the role that citizens play in the
mySMARTLife project in Hamburg, it can be summarised
that the external framework conditions and specifica-
tions of the project dominate in this area and that only
a little attention has been paid to the actual concerns
of local citizens. This assumption can be underlined by
the findings of Shelton and Lodato (2019). The authors
critically note that current discourses on smart citizens
hardly coincide with how smart city initiatives are imple-
mented in practice and state that citizens at most play
a peripheral role regarding power and decision-making.
Also, Engelbert et al. (2019) criticise that the perspective
of citizens is often neglected in smart city projects.

7. Conclusion

This article picked up the discourse of grant allocation as
an instrument for smart city development and gave an in-
sight into an actually existing smart city initiative and its
implications on the local level. It was assumed that cities
that receive EU funding for a smart city project have to
operate in a field of tension between competing for the
funding and adopting the external provisions on the one
hand and aiming to use the grant strategically to pursue
own objectives on the other hand. Using the example
of the project mySMARTLife in Hamburg, the preceding
analysis could confirm this assumption and reveals how
the city acts in the framework of EU funding.

The successful acquisition of EU funding offers the
City of Hamburg the opportunity to implement innova-
tive and ambitious interventions in the field of digital
and sustainable urban development in an experimental
way. The analysis shows that the external influence of
EU requirements is particularly noticeable in the way the
smart city project has been developed and implemented.
This is mainly due to the competitive procedure of apply-
ing for the grant, on the one hand, and to the rigid grant
agreement that forms the contract between the EU and
the project partners, on the other hand. As it precisely
formulates the content and responsibilities of the project
in detail, it offers very little flexibility to adapt to changing
local conditions. This seems to be particularly problem-
atic in the complex and rapidly changing environment of
innovative technologies and poses many challenges to
the project implementation.

A binding contract, which obliges to implement cer-
tain interventions without further involving citizens and

other local stakeholders in decision-making, represents
a rather old-school approach of top-down planning in ur-
ban development and there is a risk that cities will be
curtailed in their autonomy of self-administration. In this
regard, a more flexible funding framework would allow a
more dynamic project implementation and cities could
better incorporate the smart strategies within their lo-
cal planning context and better involve citizens. Likewise,
this could contribute to the democratic legitimacy of
projects on the local level.

In the case of Hamburg as a city-state, it is also ap-
parent that administrative responsibilities have shifted
in the context of mySMARTLife, as the local level (district
level) was hardly involved during the process of conceiv-
ing the project. At this point, cities should be cautious
not to undermine the responsibilities and powers of ac-
tion of the individual administrative and political levels.

Further, the analysis shows that smart city initiatives
of this kind rather consider an experimental test field for
the implementation of smart technologies than a deeper
transformation to a smart city. In the case of Hamburg,
the city tries to use these experiences, which would not
have been gained without the project funding, and to
pass them on to other districts or rather incorporate
them into local strategic development objectives. As EU
smart city initiatives are limited in space and time, the
influence of the EU level through project requirements
mainly relates to the setting inwhich cities test and evalu-
ate innovative approaches and technologies. Against this
background, EU funding could well concentrate on pro-
viding a creative environment for innovation instead of
the described rigid steering approach. The success of the
good practices will enhance the further development in-
crementally by being mainstreamed into local policies.
Further research should exploremore explicitly the struc-
tures and processes of how experimental approaches us-
ing the methodology of living labs etc. are connected
with mainstream urban development policy and which
obstacles and restrictions hinder the diffusion of such ex-
periments. Then, the impact of single experiments on the
sustainability performance of a city would be worth to
analyse to better understand the urban innovation sys-
temandhow it can contribute to achieving the requested
sustainability transition on the local scale.

Finally, this study has shown that, despite certain
needs for adjustment, the EU funding in the field of smart
cities opens many doors for cities that support the devel-
opment towards a digital and sustainable city. However,
the criticisms revealed in this study also show that the
EU as a funding body should rethink and adapt some
of the procedural framework conditions in the competi-
tion for funding and its following implementation. The
case of mySMARTLife Hamburg offers detailed insights
into urban processes that connect with the broader sci-
entific discussion on smart cities and urban transforma-
tion in the field of digitisation. Further research should
make use of the group of smart Lighthouse cities to evalu-
ate the questions of multilevel-dependencies and demo-
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cratic legitimation of such approaches. This could con-
tribute to a more reflective European innovation policy
that is aware of the societal responsibilities of such devel-
opments and that integrates technological and societal
innovation in a more appropriate way.
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